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Overview 
New Zealand’s Mixed Member Proportional (MMP) electoral system incorporates 71 electorate 
seats whose members (electorate MPs) are elected by the first-past-the-post election method, 
and 49 list seats whose members (list MPs) are elected in proportion to the share of the party 
vote parties obtain at each general election. If, between general elections, an electorate seat 
becomes vacant, a by-election is generally held.
1
 This paper describes the circumstances under 
which by-elections are held in New Zealand, sets out the timetable for key events once a by-
election has been triggered, and provides some historical analysis of by-elections held from 
1913.
2
 
Figure 1: Voting at the 1913 Lyttelton by-election  
 
Source: The Weekly Press (17 December 1913).
 
1 Electoral Act 1993, s 129. 
2 A sitting list MP is eligible to contest a by-election. A vacancy for a list MP (whether created as a result of a list MP succeeding in a by-election, 
or through other reasons) is filled by the next person on the party's list (set at the last general election) who is willing to take the vacancy up.  
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The by-election process 
A by-election takes place when an electorate seat becomes vacant in the House of 
Representatives between general elections. The Electoral Act 1993 sets out the ways in which a 
vacancy is created.3  These include if a Member of Parliament: 
 resigns his or her seat  
 dies 
 ceases to be a New Zealand citizen 
 is convicted of an offence punishable by imprisonment for life or by 2 or more years' 
imprisonment 
 is convicted of a corrupt practice 
 is reported by the High Court in its report on the trial of an election petition to have been 
proved guilty of a corrupt practice 
 has his or her election to Parliament declared void by the High Court or Court of Appeal 
following an election petition. 
 
If a by-election is triggered, the process is similar to the procedure at a general election  (see 
Figure 2). While members require a plurality of the votes to be elected under the first-past-the-
post election method, a key difference with general elections is that there is no party vote in a 
by-election.
4
 There is also no recalculation of the total number of seats each party is entitled to 
following a by-election. Consequently, the results of a by-election may affect the proportion of 
seats held by parties in Parliament, as determined by their share of the party vote at the last 
general election. Proportionality is affected if the winning candidate for the by-election (whether 
a sitting list MP, or a candidate from outside Parliament) is from a  different party from that of the 
outgoing MP.  
 
Parliament’s Privileges Committee has acknowledged that the proportionality of parties 
represented in Parliament might change over a Parliamentary term.  In a 1997 report the 
Committee noted that the Electora l Act 1993 “ensures proportionality of party representation in 
the House immediately following the general election but it does not guarantee that that will 
endure for the life of Parliament.”5 
 
By-elections need not be held: 
 if Parliament is due to expire within six months of the vacancy arising or if the Prime 
Minister has informed the House that a general election will be held within six months ; and  
 at least 75% of MPs pass a resolution that a writ not be issued for a by-election.
6
  
 
Since 1996, there have been at least five instances where a by-election has not been held 
because Parliament was due to expire within six months. The last time a vacancy was not filled 
followed the resignation of Chris Carter, MP for Te Atatū.
7
 
 
3 Electoral Act 1993, s 55(1) lists ways in which a seat may become vacant. 
4 David McGee Parliamentary Practice in New Zealand  (3 ed, Dunmore Press, Wellington, 2005) at 32 to 33.  
5 Report of the Privileges Committee on the question of privilege referred on 22 July 1997 relating to the status of Manu Alamein Kopu as member 
of Parliament  [1996-1999] LX AJHR, I.15B at 4. In fact, the proportionality of Parliament can also be affected at a general election if the election 
results in “overhang” seats – where a party wins more electorate seats than the total seats it would be entitled to under its share of the party vo te. 
6 Electoral Act 1993, s 131.  
7 (6 October 2011) 676 NZPD 21803. Other occasions since 1996 when a by-election has not been held have followed the resignation of John 
Carter, MP for Northland [(4 August 2011) 674 NZPD 20366]; Brian Connell, MP for Rakaia [(2 September 2008) 649 NZPD 18180]; Michael 
Moore, MP for Waimakariri [ (7 September, 1999) 580 NZPD 19386]; and Michael Laws, MP for Hawke’s Bay (21 May 1996) 555 NZPD 12542]. 
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Figure 2: Election timetable and key events8 
 
 
 
References in the square brackets are to the Electoral Act 1993.   
 
8 See also: Electoral Commission Becoming a candidate in a By-election. This diagram is based on Appendix A. 
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By-elections since 1913 
 
There have been over 360 by-elections held in New Zealand since the first was held for Nelson 
in 1854, just one year after New Zealand’s first parliamentary elections. Almost two-thirds of 
these by-elections were held before 1900, indicative of a New Zealand in societal and political 
flux and whose ties to Britain were still close. Five year-terms, the lack of political parties, the 
unlikelihood of a long-term political career, poor transport links, and MPs’ personal business 
interests could all be said to contribute to the large number of by-elections held before 1900. 
For the most part these were triggered by the resignation of the sitting MP, rather than their 
death. The most frequent reason for resignation from parliament before 1900 was to visit or 
return to Britain, followed by business or financial reasons. 
 
By contrast, two-thirds of the 102 by-elections held in New Zealand in the last century (1913-
2013) were triggered by the death of the sitting MP, and just over a quarte r (26%) by the MP’s 
resignation. A further seven by-elections since 1913 were triggered by other means – five 
because the seat was won at the general election but declared void, one because the 
incumbent MP was imprisoned, and one because the MP was appointed to London as the High 
Commissioner.(See Appendix 1.) 
 
Of the 102 by-elections held in New Zealand since 1913, 90 have been held for general 
electorates and 12 for Māori electorates. The previous Māori electorate of Southern Māori has 
seen four by-elections, more than any other seat, Māori or General, since 1913. Seven by-
elections were held in 1918, more than in any other year. Of by-elections held since 1913, 44% 
were triggered by the departure of the sitting Labour Party MP, followed by the departure of 
National Party MPs (22%), Reform (17%), Liberal Party MPs (9%), and 9% by independent or 
other party MPs.
9
 
 
Since 1913, 93 by-elections were triggered in seats held by men. The remaining nine by-
elections were triggered in seats held by women. Two of these were due to the death of the 
sitting woman MP – Elizabeth McCombs (Labour) in 1935, and Hilda Ross (National) in 1959; 
resignations prompted the other seven by-elections. Elizabeth McCombs, New Zealand’s first 
woman MP, also won her seat of Lyttelton at a by-election, triggered by the death of her 
husband James McCombs in 1933. The death of Elizabeth McCombs in 1935, in turn, triggered 
a by-election that was won by her son, Terence McCombs, who held the seat from 1935 to 
1951. 
  
Until recently, it was not uncommon for an MP who died in office to be replaced with an 
immediate family member such as a brother, wife, son or daughter. Other examples include the 
first woman National Party MP, Mary Grigg (1942), and the first woman Māori MP Iriaka Ratana 
(1949); both took over their husband's seat. The most recent example was John Kirk, who won 
the seat of Sydenham at a by-election in 1974, following the death of his father, Norman Kirk 
(PM 1972-1974). 
 
Norman Kirk was also one of nine MPs since 1913 that, having held the office of Prime Minister, 
triggered a by-election in their electorate. The most recent to do so was Helen Clark who 
resigned her seat in 2009. Six MPs, who would later serve as Prime Minister, first came to 
parliament via by-elections after 1913:  Peter Fraser, Walter Nash, Keith Holyoake, Bill Rowling, 
David Lange and Geoffrey Palmer.  
 
A number of MPs have triggered by-elections by resigning, have then established a new political 
party, and have then re-contested the seat under the banner of their newly-formed party. For 
 
9 The higher number of by-elections for Labour Party MPs is partly due to the fact that it has been in existence for longer than any other political 
party in New Zealand. 
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example, Matiu Rata resigned as a Labour MP in 1980 and unsuccessfully contested Northern 
Māori for Mana Motuhake. Winston Peters resigned as a National Party MP in 1993, but then 
successfully won Tauranga as an Independent, before forming the New Zealand First Party. 
Tariana Turia successfully regained Te Tai Hauāuru in a by-election as leader of the Māori Party 
after resigning as a Labour Party MP in 2004. Hone Harawira resigned as the Māori Party MP 
for Te Tai Tokerau in 2011, before successfully winning it as the leader of the Mana Party. These 
examples suggest a by-election can be a way to re-legitimise the electorate MP by seeking a 
fresh mandate from the voters, and co-incidentally to provide publicity for the new party. 
 
Although by-elections are contested by individual candidates, voters may also see them as an 
opportunity to indicate their views on the candidate’s party.  Since 1913, 72% of by-elections 
have resulted in an MP from the same party, or an Independent , successfully regaining the 
electorate. In the remaining 29 by-elections, the seat changed party hands. For example, in five 
by-elections each, both Labour Party candidates and National Party candidates were unable to 
regain the seat previously held by an MP from their party. A further 19 by-elections were won by 
an independent member or member from a party that did not originally hold the seat. Seven of 
these were won by a Labour Party candidate and five were won by a National Party candidate. 
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Appendix: By-election results since 1913 
Year Electorate Vacated by Reason By-election 
date 
New Member 
            
1913 Grey Guinness, Arthur 
(Lib) 
Died 24/07/1913 Webb, Patrick Charles (SD) 
1913 Lyttelton Laurenson, George 
(Ind) 
Died 16/12/1913 McCombs, James (SD) 
1915 Dunedin 
Central 
Statham, Charles (R) Resigned 03/02/1915 Statham, Charles Ernest (R) 
1915 Bay of Islands Reed, Vernon (R) EDV 08/06/1915 Stewart, William (R) 
1915 Taumarunui Jennings, William 
(Lib) 
EDV 15/06/1915 Jennings, William Thomas 
(Lib) 
1916 Pahiatua Escott, James (R) Died 17/08/1916 Smith, George Harold (R) 
1917 Hawkes Bay McNab, Robert (Lib) Died 8/03/1917 Findlay, John George (Lib) 
1917 Bay of Islands Stewart, William (R) Resigned 19/03/1917 Reed, Vernon Howard (R) 
1917 Grey Webb, Patrick 
(Paddy) (L) 
Resigned 12/12/1917 Webb, Patrick Charles (L) 
1918 Southern Maori Parata, Taare (Lib) Died 21/02/1918 Uru, John Hopere Wharewiti 
(Ind) 
1918 Wellington 
North 
Herdman, Alexander 
(R) 
Resigned 28/02/1918 Luke, John Pearce (Lib) 
1918 Grey Webb, Patrick 
(Paddy) (L) 
Imprisoned 29/05/1918 Holland, Henry Edmund (L) 
1918 Wellington 
Central 
Fletcher, Robert (Lib) Died 03/10/1918 Fraser, Peter (L) 
1918 Taranaki Okey, Henry (R) Died 10/10/1918 Smith, Sydney George (Lib) 
1918 Palmerston Buick, David (R) Died 19/12/1918 Nash, James Alfred (R) 
1918 Wellington 
South 
Hindmarsh, Alfred (L) Died 19/12/1918 Semple, Robert (L) 
1920 Bruce Allen, James (R) Resigned 14/04/1920 Edie, John (Lib) 
1920 Stratford Masters, Robert (Lib) EDV 06/05/1920 Masters, Robert (Lib) 
1920 Bay of Plenty McDonald, William 
(Lib) 
Died 30/09/1920 Williams, Kenneth Stuart (R) 
1921 Patea Powdrell, Walter (R) Died 13/04/1921 Dixon, Edwin (R) 
1921 Auckland East Myers, Arthur (Lib) Resigned 02/11/1921 Mackenzie, Clutha Nantes (R) 
1922 Southern Maori Uru, Hopere (R) Died 25/01/1922 Uru, Henare Whakatau (R) 
1922 Dunedin North Kellet, Edward (Ind) Died 21/06/1922 Munro, James Wright (L) 
1923 Tauranga Herries, William (R) Died 29/03/1923 MacMillan, Charles Edward de 
la Barca (R) 
1923 Oamaru MacPherson, John 
(Lib) 
EDV 01/05/1923 MacPherson, John Andrew 
(Lib) 
1925 Franklin Massey, William (R) Died 17/06/1925 McLennan, Ewen Donald (R) 
1926 Eden Parr, James (R) AHC, UK 15/04/1926 Mason, Henry Greathead Rex 
(L) 
1927 Raglan Bollard, Richard (R) Died 30/09/1927 Martin, William Lee (L) 
1929 Bay of Islands Rushworth, Harold 
(CP) 
EDV 10/04/1929 Rushworth, Harold Montague 
(CP) 
1929 Hutt Wilford, Thomas (U) Resigned 18/12/1929 Nash, Walter (L) 
1930 Parnell Jenkins, Henry (U) Resigned 07/05/1930 Endean, William Phillips (R) 
1930 Invercargill Ward, Joseph (U) Died 13/08/1930 Ward, Vincent Aubrey (U) 
1930 Waipawa Hunter, George (R) Died 08/10/1930 Jull, Albert Edward (U) 
1930 Western Maori Pomare, Maui (R) Died 08/10/1930 Tomo, Taite te (R) 
1931 Hauraki Hall, Arthur (R)  Died 27/05/1931 Massey, Walter William (R) 
1932 Southern Maori Makitanara, Tuiti (U) Died 03/08/1932 Tirikatene, Eruera Tihema (Rā) 
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1932 Motueka Black, George (U) Died 01/12/1932 Holyoake, Keith Jacka (N) 
1933 Lyttelton McCombs, James (L) Died 13/09/1933 McCombs, Elizabeth Reid (L) 
1933 Buller Holland, Harry (L) Died 22/11/1933 Webb, Patrick Charles (L) 
1935 Lyttelton McCombs, Elizabeth 
(L) 
Died 24/07/1935 McCombs, Terence Henderson 
(L) 
1936 Manukau Jordan, Bill (L) Resigned 30/09/1936 Osborne, Arthur George (L) 
1939 Christchurch 
South 
Howard, Ted (L) Died 03/06/1939 Macfarlane, Robert Mafeking 
(L) 
1940 Auckland West Savage, Michael 
Joseph (L) 
Died 18/05/1940 Carr, Peter (L) 
1940 Waipawa Jull, Albert (N) Died 16/11/1940 Harker, Cyril Geoffrey Edmund 
(N) 
1941 Waitemata Lyon, William (L) Died 19/07/1941 Dreaver, Mary Manson (L) 
1941 Bay of Plenty Hultquist, Gordon (L) Died 13/12/1941 Sullivan, William (N) 
1942 Mid-Canterbury Grigg, Arthur (N) Died 27/01/1942 Grigg, Mary Victoria Cracroft 
(N) 
1942 Temuka Burnett, Thomas (N) Died 07/02/1942 Acland, Hugh John Dyke (N) 
1942 Hauraki Allen, John (N) Died 07/02/1942 Sutherland, Andrew Sinclair 
(N) 
1943 Christchurch 
East 
Armstrong, Tim (L) Died 06/02/1943 Howard, Mabel Bowden (L) 
1944 Awarua Hargest, James (N) Died 28/10/1944 Herron, George Richard (N) 
1945 Hamilton Findlay, Frank (N) Died 26/05/1945 Ross, (Grace) Hilda (N) 
1945 Dunedin North Munro, James (L) Died 21/07/1945 Walls, Robert (N) 
1945 Western Maori Ratana, Haami (L) Died 10/02/1945 Ratana, Matiu (L) 
1946 Raglan Coulter, Robert (L) Died 05/03/1946 Johnstone, Hallyburton (N) 
1947 Avon Sullivan, Dan (L) Died 28/05/1947 Mathison, John (L) 
1947 Mount Albert Richards, Arthur (L) Died 24/09/1947 Freer, Warren Wilfred (L) 
1947 Westland O'Brien, James (L) Died 12/12/1947 Kent, James Begg (L) 
1951 Brooklyn Fraser, Peter (L) Died 17/02/1951 Nordmeyer, Arnold Henry (L) 
1953 Dunedin, North Walls, Robert (L) Died 12/12/1953 McMillan, Ethel Emma (L) 
1953 Onehunga Osborne, Arthur (L) Died 19/12/1953 Watt, Hugh (L) 
1954 Onslow Combs, Harry (L) Died 07/07/1954 May, Henry Leonard James (L) 
1954 Patea Sheat, William (N) Resigned 31/07/1954 Sheat, William (N) 
1956 Riccarton McLagan, Angus (L) Died 27/10/1956 Connelly, Michael Aynsley (L) 
1957 Bay of Plenty Sullivan, William (N) Resigned 06/04/1957 Allen, Percy Benjamin (N) 
1959 Hamilton Ross, Hilda (N) Died 02/05/1959 Adams-Schneider, Lancelot  
Raymond (N) 
1961 Hurunui Gillespie, William (N) Died 10/06/1961 Pickering, Herbert Elmer 
Lorraine (N) 
1962 Waitaki Hayman, Thomas (N) Died 10/03/1962 Dick, Allan (N) 
1962 Buller Skinner, C.F. (Jerry) 
(L) 
Died 07/07/1962 Rowling, Wallace Edward (L) 
1962 Timaru Carr, Clyde (L) Resigned 21/07/1962 Arthur, Basil Malcolm (L) 
1963 Northern Maori Paikea, Tapihana (L) Died 16/03/1963 Rata, Matiu (L) 
1963 Otahuhu Deas, James (L) Died 16/03/1963 Tizard, Robert James (L) 
1963 Grey Lynn Hackett, Fred (L) Died 18/05/1963 Keeling, Reginald Alfred (L) 
1967 Southern Maori Tirikatene, Eruera (L) Died 11/03/1967 Tirikatene-Sullivan, Tini Whetu 
Marama (L) 
1967 Petone Moohan, Michael (L) Died 15/04/1967 Colman, Fraser MacDonald (L) 
1967 Fendalton Lake, Harry (N) Died 15/04/1967 Holland, Eric Sydney Fostyn 
(N) 
1967 Eastern Maori Watene, Puti Tipene 
(L) 
Died 12/08/1967 Reweti, Paraone Brown (L) 
1967 Palmerston 
North 
Brown, William (N) Died 02/12/1967 Walding, Joseph Albert (L) 
100 years of by-elections in New Zealand  8 
1968 Hutt Nash, Walter (L) Died 03/08/1968 Young, Trevor James (L) 
1970 Marlborough Shand, Thomas (N) Died 21/02/1970 Brooks, Ian James (L) 
1974 Sydenham Kirk, Norman (L) Died 02/11/1974 Kirk, Norman John (L) 
1976 Nelson Whitehead, Stanley 
(L) 
Died 28/02/1976 Courtney, Melvyn Francis (L) 
1977 Mangere Moyle, Colin (L) Resigned 26/03/1977 Lange, David Russell (L) 
1977 Pahiatua Hollyoake, Keith (N) Resigned 30/04/1977 Falloon, John Howard (N) 
1978 Rangitikei Jack, Roy (N) Died 18/02/1978 Beetham, Bruce Craig (SC) 
1979 Christchurch 
Central 
Barclay, Bruce (L) Died 18/08/1979 Palmer, Geoffrey Winston 
Russell (L) 
1980 Onehunga Rogers, Frank (L) Died 07/06/1980 Gerbic, Frederick Miroslav (L) 
1980 Northern Maori Rata, Matiu (L) Resigned 07/06/1980 Gregory, Bruce Craig (L) 
1980 East Coast 
Bays 
Gill, Frank (N) Resigned 06/09/1980 Knapp, Garry Thomas (SC) 
1985 Timaru Arthur, Basil (L) Died 15/06/1985 Maurice McTigue (N) 
1992 Tamaki Muldoon, Robert (N) Resigned 15/02/1992 Simich, Clem (N) 
1992 Wellington 
Central 
Wilde, Fran (L) Resigned 12/12/1992 Laidlaw, Chris (L) 
1993 Tauranga Peters, Winston (N) Resigned 17/04/1993 Peters, Winston (Ind) 
1994 Selwyn Richardson, Ruth (N) Resigned 13/08/1994  Carter, David (N) 
1998 Taranaki-King 
Country 
Bolger, Jim (N) Resigned 2/05/1998  Ardern, Shane (N) 
2004 Te Tai Hauauru Turia, Tariana (L)  Resigned 20/07/2004 Turia, Tariana (M) 
2009 Mount Albert Clark, Helen (L)  Resigned 13/06/2009 Shearer, David (L)  
2010 Mana  Laban, Winnie (L)  Resigned 20/11/2010 Faafoi, Kris (L)  
2011 Botany Wong, Pansy (N)  Resigned 5/03/2011 Ross, Jami-Lee (N)  
2011 Te Tai Tokerau Harawira, Hone (M)  Resigned 25/06/2011 Harawira, Hone (Mana)  
2013 Ikaroa-Rawhiti Horomia, Parekura 
(L)  
Died 29/06/2013 Whaitiri, Meka (L)  
2013 Christchurch 
East 
Dalziel, Lianne (L)  Resigned 30/11/2013 Williams, Poto (L) 
 
Key:  
AHC, UK = Appointed High Commissioner to the United Kingdom 
ALC = Appointed to Legislative Council 
CP = Country Party 
EDV = Election declared void 
Ind = Independent 
L = Labour Party 
Lib = Liberal Party 
M = Maori Party 
Mana = Mana Party 
N = National Party 
R = Reform Party 
SC = Social Credit Party 
SD = Social Democrat 
U = United Party 
 
Sources:  
JO Wilson New Zealand Parliamentary Record 1840-1984 (Government Printer, Wellington, 1985). 
Chief Electoral Office Record of general elections from 1853; By-elections from 1906 including referenda 
(unpublished, 1993). 
Electoral Commission The New Zealand Electoral Compendium  (3 ed, Electoral Commission, 2002). 
Journals of the House of Representatives. 
New Zealand Gazette. 
Papers Past http://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/cgi-bin/paperspast  
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